The 6 Components of Literacy
Nearly 20 years ago, the U.S. government commissioned a project to definitively recommend the
best approach to teaching literacy. Only one third of the students in American schools were
learning to read proficiently, and their lack of literacy was preventing their further education. In
1998, the U.S. National Research Council released Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young
Children1 defining instructional solutions to the problem. In 2000, the Report of the National
Reading Panel2 was published describing which methods of teaching reading are proven to work
by rigorous scientific studies. Both reports concluded that while reading as much as possible,
students should be explicitly taught skills in six areas:
1. Phonemic Awareness – an understanding of the sounds in their language and how they
form words,
2. Decoding – the ability to figure out unfamiliar words, and to learn to read them
automatically,
3. Vocabulary – knowledge of an adequate number of words to understand text passages,
4. Fluency – the ability to read quickly and without conscious attention,
5. Comprehension – the ability to understand the direct meaning of text, and also its
implications and intention, and finally the ability to perform analysis on text and
6. Writing – the ability to express their feelings, thoughts and understanding in various
forms of written expression.
Ideally, learners should master phonemic awareness by the end of Kindergarten and decoding
by the end of 3rd grade3 while actually reading for pleasure and for knowledge. Then, learners
read material of interest to them4 while being taught to improve their vocabulary, fluency and
comprehension abilities until they can easily read, understand and analyze any text. From the
time they can hold a pencil, students also learn to share their perspectives, understanding and
ideas in writing.
This approach stands in contrast with “whole language” approaches to reading instruction which
exclusively emphasize the reading of important content and focus on using context clues to
discern the meaning of text. This approach has been thoroughly debunked by data showing
that explicit instruction in phonics combined with text-based language activities (reading)
generates significantly faster progress in reading than the whole language approach5.
Unfortunately today, it is still true that only 36% of students in American schools ever become
proficient readers by the time they enter high school6. The vast majority lack adequate
phonemic awareness and decoding skills, which prevents them from mastering higher level
reading skills7. Few continue to build their reading vocabularies so that they can take on more
complex, interesting text. They do not become fluent readers, and they do not learn to fully
comprehend text so that they can make use of it.
The solution is clear: provide learning readers of any age with explicit instruction and plenty of
practice in the six components of literacy while providing access to interesting content, until they
have become proficient readers and writers.
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For more information, contact Jon Bower at 508-641-4035 or at jonbower@comcast.net.

